The effects of acute and chronic ingestion of ethanol on the autonomic nervous system.
Evidence is reviewed linking clinical effects of ethanol with actions on the sympathetic and parasympathetic nervous systems. The studies reported include a series of investigations by the authors. Acutely, ethanol causes peripheral vasodilation and may also result in changes in heart rate and blood pressure. Ethanol may contribute to acute problems which may present clinically, including micturition syncope, accidental hypothermia and facial flushing. However, increased sympathetic nervous activity plays a role in causing hypertension and other symptoms during ethanol withdrawal in chronic alcoholics. Some chronic alcoholics may have neuropathy involving sympathetic nerves, and this can result in distal sweating loss and occasionally in orthostatic hypotension. Also, hypothalamic lesions associated with Wernicke's encephalopathy may result in hypothermia. Neuropathy involving parasympathetic nerves in not uncommon in alcoholics with other evidence of nervous system damage, but it is generally asymptomatic. Occasionally, vagal neuropathy may cause disorder of gastrointestinal motility, and neuropathy affecting the sacral innervation may be a factor in alcoholic impotence.